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AJSTBACT . ' ^ ^ * , r 

V . a' Study Mas undertaken to determine American 

attitudes tovard saji education and contraceptive services bo 
m4olescentM and tovftrd the related topicp of teenage pregnancy and 
xelated welfare ^and medical c^ ftudy vas based on the premise 

that policy decisions regarding vhether to offer sex education and 
contea'ceptive services td adolescents are influenced by^^oli^y ~ 
makera/* conceptions of public opinion. T^e- method used vas to 
Integrate all available data^onAme^ public opinion tovard sax 
e^diication and birtlr^c^ntrol for- teenagers and' to relate^fiadings from 
an amaiysts of tbe resulting data compilation to educatlonal^And-— 
public iiealtta policy at different time periods from 194^3 to 19B0« 
Data -consist ed of previou a resear In the f ie Ids of \ aocl al ; 
sciMciSi. medicine^mnd public healti and of surveys: By the A merle an 
Institute of PuiQ[lc Opinion (the (Sailup Organlzationr^ Sevaral 
difficulties were encountered in Inte fro^idlMerent^- 
sources and time periods^ including th|dLj|uesfrions^sked at one time 
were neither par aiiel nor si m^ at another 

period, in spite of tM difflculti'esp however, 

several ^lear trends. Host important among these finding^ are that a . 
solid majority of the public has always bee|i:in fav of seJt 
education for teenagers; thfitp recently, the public is ©vet whelmingiy 
in favor Of providing birth con informatiqn as part of this 
educatloni and that there has been a- generally upward trend In 
approval of prdviding birth control for teenagers* The conoiusioQ is, 
that current policy concerning sex education and adola scent birth 
^ntsol is much [mote conservative than public op that ; 

provision of more and better contraceptive services an 
to, teettagers would fad supported by the .A publlc« (DS) 
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- v ^toerlcan sociaty Md its policy- — 

inakars^ g^^ that th^ majai^ty of tatnagars "agad lS-19 are coitariy 

' ©a^erian^d^Zelnik SiKanfner, 19Sp5 . Thi^ pervasiva aexual activity l^as a 
^ mj^jt; intp^cf on lociety beeausf/it results 'in approximately one and a third 

^WiTrion T^rOTsf ily^^ taan cMc^tiona a j%ar/^CTxrt 1978) , tod^^^^ 

* ■ ' ' \/ ' . ' / _ ^ __ _ 

pragnancy and childbirth ^long 'taana^ars has^^^^^^^ psychbsoclal, 

" \ ■ ' \ ' ' / ■ 

and aeonomic conaaquap^es \£or both thai adolascant paranta and thtir childre^n. 



*mant offioials^ /qjid in fact/ ara^mecinmply atmaarlzad In tha^dolascant 
: ..pr^^ancy act//^^^ Publ ic^ Law 95-626 "Ha^^^Services md Centers Jpandmant s 
- 1978. It/has alao'^Mir ^stlaated-that -tha-eOO/^ ^ teenagara 

* QOBt th% American Jaj^ayer-about $8.3 billion, a year in welfara and medical 
costs /fOoms ft Ma'ciocha^ 19Z^j* ^And yeti theopi^imafy ei^asls of Pt 95-626 as 
i^ Waj finatly enact ad by Congress, is on adolescents who are already, pregnant 
oi^ are parents w So racant govammafit' policy concarn'ed *^itft the problam of 
/taanaga-pragnaficy is conservativa in tha sanse !of baing raactive rather than 
preventive* It appaars* that pu^rtt policy may ba j^rifluanca^ by'We conventional 
wis4ora o£ a general cohsawativa shift Miong the ^aricari public, 

PqlicymakarSj raspacially those who are alectad officials ^ 'concernad with 
the issue of uninteWiid pragnancy 'mong single teenagers no doubt «eal that ' 
they must considar two aspects of the problem. One is viewed as being a prag- 
r matlc aspect--that of seeking to raduee unwanted pregnane by 
making . birth control infoMiation and services available to theiJ, ffle dt^er - 
aspect concerns no3nns about teenage sexual activity} ^Thls is someftflp[es viewed 



as a publ^a policy-^dlleima that a^ays .prapiatic eoncams agaijist nbrmative onds 

^ ' " I ' . ' \ ^ \ 

What is oftani qvarloolced is that actually hoth aspaats o£. th^ t-ssue concern 
values.^ Tha fraquently overlooked va^ue issue rePatas to^^i^ 

to access se^ices\tequirad for thCT^to take full responsibility for t hair ' * 
Idfastyla; which isVnot nacassarlly the same as accepting the valuas repras^ntad 
by^ ajplascant saxualVb : TTils parspactiva provldas a frame of >raf aranca 

for viewing the trand\\o£ Amarlcan public opinion toward providing sax education 
_rad-^^rth_<^n^rp3L^arm L^i. i ^ 



1 



Method 



' .In' ordar=^o datemine- the^^end of public oplHiron on any topic , it is 
f desirable that the ^ata obtained at diffarant points in time ba mi comparable 
as possible. The raliability of public opinion data^ay ba'affactad by dif» ' 

- . - - - ■ if : - ■ % . - r - ' - . ^ . . .>: • (. 

ferencas in sanqpling^ the interview situation, and how the questions are. lyr^ed,- 
These differences cm be minimized, by only using data coj^lectad by one survey 
organization^ provided that this do'^s not result in excl^^ing a significmt ■ 
anount of data Bn the topic. . . ^ 

For the topics of sex education Bud contraception for taanagari, it is 
raaspnabla ttf utlliza data^ f^om a ^single suwey orgMization bacausa the 7 ^ 
American Inftituta of Public pinion CThe Gallup Organization] has collectad 
most of the available natiortal public opinion data on .these topics, TTie ^ 
Gallt;^ Poil uses paraonal intaryiews Md smiles the adult (18 years and older) , 
ciylliOT.,^ noninstitutional pppulatipn, Wisri^^ompared' to Census data^ the^e 
Gallup saB^las of approximately 1,500 casas have genaraliy been fduhd^^ be 
representative 6£ agSj sexV race,^ area groupings, ^^^a 9Si 

sampling tolerMice forytfi^a^ 3% in either dlractioh* 

/ Iveirt with the approach taken here of "uiing data collected by a single 
surv,#y organization, aspects of data noncpmparability still exist , ^Thesa = ' 




- ^^5^^^^^^^^^^ aducstlon Ms been^^^m^^ opinion/ polling 

:; / =; it waj back in May 1943 

that , the issu# wa# first raiiedu ^altu^, ^ p , , 3S73 . ThB question was 
_ _ phrased as fadlowsr *'It Has peek ^:$u^^ that a course in sex education 'be 



given t^ students > in high^i^ or disapprove of this plan?" 



It is a su^idsai::^o^ .mra3r p^ ^tp^ateihat 68% of the ^puh^c voiced approval 



fot '^is suggestion atx that tffi 13> There is some:'indiaation 

that opinion 4tfas >sd^^ imstable.i^^^ the ^ 

subject T v In more recent; times the ^^^o category for ■ similar items has 

'generally been^ less :then Ipi, -[J^^yit.^ :.': ''\ — ^ j 



t Insert ■ Figure 1 about here 



^ a seconds unique feature of ^ that they date "back to 

: r:r the tlm^^ atea probability 

^ . sampling .- The quota samples appear^ to have b0„en quite good but there is a 

Jmown bias due to a tendency to imderrepresent the lower educational, incomej 
and occi^ational levels. ^I^is could r^h^ of Inflating thff approval 

r . response by underrepresenting those^ sociodemographic groups who ^ at least in 
/, more Recent times J tend' to demonstrate lower approval of sex education. 
. ^ Starting in April 196S/ Galli^ began us^^^ a tw^-part question concerning r -^ 

.sex education that ^^as repeated in 1969, 1970, and most recently in December 1977- 
This, format first asks y "Do you\ ^prove or disapprove of schools givp.ng courses. 

ERIC", \- , .,.v 



in smx education?'* which is similiir to th© 1943 format except that' the reference 
is^ no longer specifically to -high 'schools, TTiose respondents who voice approval; 



are then asked* "Would- ypu approve or disapprove if th8se^coursas discussed 

V / * - 

birth'controlT^V For clarity, the results of this -second half of the two-part , ' 

question are also r ported as a percentage of the total population, 

Whan this question was first, asked in 196Sj 69% approved of sex aducatlon 

-■ -■■ ... ' ' , . f . " . * • ■ , ■ ■ - -. 

in general in the schools but tha dagraa of approval •'dropped significantly to 
46% if rbirth control vms specifically to baVdiscussad (Gfllup, 1972, 1940] , 
TTiis patt am of a", drop from tha gaharal to tha specific has -baan consistently 

. ■ ■■■ . ■.>-:- .:=.•;■ ! i =1. . , ■. i ■ ■ ■ . = - i ' - . ■ . ■ 

• -. • . • ^ , ' ■ -! - ■'■ " , ^ ^ . , ' ■ - ^ ^: . ■ * . ^ ^ . ■ _■ .- ■ ■■ • 

foun d each ti me tha; questions have baajLaskad da. corrasponding parcant-ages-: — 

of approval for tha other years are_ 71t arid 55% la 1969,v 6S%~and^^^ 3^ 
and 77% and :69% in 1977 CGalli^, 1978ai 197^"pp. 57^40). ^ . 

^ An additional related question was commissiorted by Planned Paranthood-World* 
Population and' fialded by TTie Gallup OrgMization in June 1972 CPomaroy 6 Landmw^ 
1972) , This question asked^ *'To what extmt do you agree dr disagraa W 
following statement--^rof essional \birth control info^ation^ services Md 
counsaling shjbuld be made availabla to unmairriad taanagOT sexually 
active," This j^astion is obviou quita diff erant in that"!'^— ^inc^ 
education and 'Sei^ and refers specifically to saxuajly active^ unmarried 
taanagers. The total agree response Cagree plus strongly agraa) to this 
question was 73%, . / ^ * j 

In their discHssiOT. of the rasponsa to this itemj Pomeroy and Laniman tend 
to e^hasiza that thrae-.quartars of tha public is indicating its approyal, of 
providing birth cointrolvsarvicas to taanagars. For savaral reasons j this, is 

probably an ovarstatement. The wording of the item is slanted more toward the 

' ; . ^\ ' ■;. . . - r : ' ^- ' ^ ■ ■ 

education domain ^inforaation and counsaling) than toward^^tfirth control^* The s . 

: : - " _ . . . . ^ ■ , . . ; ■ . ■ - ,-. .■■^T; 

serylces aspe^ certainly does not stand out between infOOTiation and counsaling 



ttg^ way it would as a separat^ item^ and in fact, it is possible ^hat somf# 



services- rathei^ than— the -actuaL-prsv-i^ion of -eont-rmception- ds the~iiw#stigatOTS- 
intended. A seeond point is that the ^multidimei^onal foriQat of th© ittm may 
have/ in effect, induced raspondents. to approve services 'if they , did not wMt 

to disapprove? information ai^d comiselingt ' And finally^ the level of approval 

. ■ ' - \ ; , ' ' . 

for this item fits the trend of public opinion toward sex/ education for teen- . 

- " • / 

agers but^ as will be demonstratedj.^it is^ definitely above the ^ trend of appr^ 

— J - \ ■ ■■■ ■ ■ - _ ^ . .■.--.! . . ^- ^ . ■ ' 

for birth control services "for teenagers; / - » 



Two aspects of the entire data series -^concerned with sex/birth control 



education fop teenagers shjj^rd be^^ed , First is. the f act y that by December 



1977, the differential between approval of sex education and ap^ov^ of. birth 
control instruction has been narrowed to 8%^ Second^ the trend of increasing 

■ - ^ . ; - 

lapproval since . 1943 is broken by the drop in approval in 1970* -This drop is 
most dramatic for approval of birth control instruction , 

Keeping in mind the logical fallacy represented by the." phrase -'post hoc^ 
ergQ" propter hoc'* (after thls^ therefore because of^ this), pni possible ex- 
planation for this drop in a]^roval will be /cautiously advMced, TTie beginning, 

. - -.- - '■ - • . -;^---.-^v- ^ :: .... . ' -.:lv\ ^ \ ^ ..... 

of 1970 marjced the start of well^pubMcize^ Congressional hear^ 

control pills, v Thase* hearings corresponded with a major-di^op in the public's ; 
confidence in the safety of the pill CBlake, 19773 and because most teenage 
wpmto who^utiliza professional birth control services use the plll^ this may 
atsq have influenced the public to bfe less approving of prgviding infomation ^ 
about the pill and other sex education topics to teenagers. 

BlaHe (1973) had an itep on birth control education fielded during . / . < 
1969-1972. However^ data are only reported for white, Merlcan^ Mid so the 
results wi 14 not be dlslcussbd here beMuse they do not^ extend the time series, 
in either direction. The second series of Items to be considered* consists of 
questions spedifically fqcused on the provision of contraceptive se3n?ices to ' 
teenagers. ' v • ^ . . ' ^ =. • • ; ' '\ ■■ ' 



Contraception ^ ' - t 

~ : rDue^to^TieTpauGitjrof ^it used *y Blake (1973) 

during 1969-1972 will be diseussad. The fact that the data refer only to 
whites raises the issue of co^arability with other data based upon staples 
representative of the entire Americm public* While this is certainly a 
cone ern it- is not .considered to be a major problem fcr this topfc* Pomeroy 
and Landiaaji C1972) note that tlieir findlsigs and those of other surveys, do not 
suggest tfiat U,a • blacks si;^pQrt services to teenagers much less than do whites . 
^And the black subsainple^ of a representative national san^la is sufficiently 
-small so that unless the bl^ck/ white response differenca is particularly sharp, 
the results for, whites will be a reasonable picture of the -total, saifipTe results. 

TTie question, '^What about health programs that gave birth control free to 
teenage girls who requested it? Would you approve or disapprove?", was ^irst 
asked in Jmuai^ igeg'^aald repeatSd in October 1369, July 1970, and August 1972. 
Figure 2 shows that tfie rate of approval for these four dates is 38%,' 39%, 40%, 
and j4% respeptlvely ^CBlake^ 19733 . ^ 



Insert Figure 2 about hare: 



A dijHerent iquestiiM .asked in Februa^ 1970 gaw^eiy different results. v 
When asktdV "Do you^i^o^Jor_5pgase^taaM 

tewage g^s?'% only 15% of the public yoited a^roval CGalli^, l972^ p V 2239) v 
Unlike the first question that referred to birth control in: general, ^ this . ^ ^ 
question directly ask^ about proy id ing teenage girls with birth control pills, ' 
The quest ion th^^efor#|e£^ir^^ resppndant to^cmsider isSuM^^ 
with providing pills to , young women . 

Rreviously it ws Apted that there, was a major drop in the public *s: ^ 
confidence in the^safety o^ the pill in early ^970. Over tlmeV confidence in • 
the pill's safety, started back up/ ^^T^ may axpliin the "early 1970 decrease ^ 

,■' ^ (■ . ■ .-i^.'^i ^ ; , . j / 



in /approval of cdntrsceEtioh^fbrtee^ which subaequently recovered to the 



_ The fact that raising the issue of the pill^s safety tends tiD decrjease 
^ EppTOval of pill use is the reason that an overlapping ^^J^e series^^on making 
pills available to teenage :^lr Is CBlake, 1977) is not being considered in: the 



present discussion* TTiat question followed/ md was thusfaffected by^. a 



y /previous interview question where the^respondent was asked if He/ or she 
thmight the pill ims dangerous to use. p ^ a' 



The last and most recent data point >to , be considerfi-results from inter- 



views conducted, .in "December. 1977* When asked^ "Do you favor; or oppose/ making 



J 



birth control devices rEvailabl© to l^eenage boys md girls?'^^ 56% of *the res- 
pendents tf^lled that they favored this course of action/ CGallup^ 1979, pp. 
37^40) V l^ius^^^^'p^ contraceptive services for teenagers rose 

from 38%jto;5^% during the period \^uary 1969 to December 1977. 

L*^ - Discussion — — - 

^ -An analysis of the tr,end in public opinion towardi sex education and ^ 
birth control for adolescents makes several conclusionsl apparent^ A solid 
majority of 'the public have always been in favor of sex education; for "teenagers 
and most reGently they are almost as approving of specif ica^ providing birth 
control * information ^s a part of the sex education. Gcnsistent with this is^ 
the generally upward trend in approval of providing birth control for teenagers 
Since _1972 a majority of Americans have approved of such contraceptive services 

= A nipber ' of things occurring that htlp lain dncraases " 

in.fivorable public opinion* First of all, the subject of teenage sexuality 
hi3, been btought and kept /before the public by the mass medi^. This increaf ad 
its salience as a* social i is su^ for many people and its acceptance as subject 
for discussion may have encouraged a. more liberal attitude , Becoming aware of ; 



th© epidemic of noimaritaX teenage pregnancy its advewe eonsequencas niay . 
^ha^ 1 ed^^Gpe^ edu¥ati6n Md tirtfiP contrdT ~: 

preferable to higit rates of teenage 'abortion and eSildbearing* ' ^ V 

- : ^ , ' ..■ 

Aiso bringing , the issue rbefor© the public, have heeri the actions in both - 

^ • ^ ■ # . • . ^ ' ' \ ■ J. ■ ■ ' --^ , . ", ■ ^, , 

word iJid deed (sudii'as establishing' programs for teens)* of persons in aW. = 

w " , , ^ - ^ - 

branches of gdvenaawt^ aito^^^ sf reputable private citizens on government - ■ 



coWssions- Such individuals often servo as opinipn le^de^s and thus indrease 
public support for issues they champion. \ Ttod third, there has been req^nt ; ^ 
VecbgittitldhTby^the" courts of^ minorsirrlncluding-acc^ss to fertility— 

contror sorvices"oVr thoir ^owiTConse^t * As s^rvjces, becSne more inrairabTe anUr ^ 
familiar to -the public,- more peppro:.have become convincsi tl&aj such services 

While the increase in public approval -of sex education and coot r^coptive 
services for adolescents ~i¥ unddrstanda^^^ to tKe conventional 

wisddm of a general;: conservative shift ainohg^the Amor Icto^^^^^^^^^^ The reason 

for thi^ is that the conventional^wisdom- is not firmly supported? by the avail- 
able data* on. American opinion and valued, Ainong -Other data sourcos^ the cronorql 
Social Surveys conducted by the National C^inion Research Center demonstrate 
that there are diverse^rends in U.s; opinion. While some of-thtfsevt^ands can 

■ r- ■ : ■■ ^ . . ■ ; - \ ■ ' *■• . = / 

reasonably b© described as conSGrvative (^.g. , the mmlest gJ^ewtli CiT support for 
strong measures for handling criminals)'^ other trends Ce*g*, thojconstant support 
for abortioriO definitely cannot be, and the overall movement in attitudes- /j^ 
decisively contradicts the idea of a simple conserVattve ^win^ (Ladd, 1980) * . 

Nonetheless, current pQ0cy;Con^ sex education and adole^cont birth 

control services^s not in tune with the ^current -level of publfc^^supp Fo^ 
exanple, only 30 spates hmtf a policy statement expressly fdd^essing sex educa- , 
tibn in the schools and these policies do nbt^ demonstrate strong coranitmept to 
such instruction (Kenney 5 Alexander, 1980) .' This may be because policymakers 



are unduly, influenced by a vocal minority Cwh&: toay at ftl^as^ e^oneously*, label . 
th^m^^ives a majoTityJvi^ Gtm control provides anotHer dxainplel of this phanDm* 
enoir. For as long as modem opinion polling has. been conducted, never .have 
fewer than two - thirds ' of the U,S. public wanted ^ome Icind^of^gun control ^ 
"^^(Ersklner 1^72)i gtm Control legislation is routinely defeated, 

_ ^Thfe-g^p brtween public -opinion ejid -policy is -readily, app^ent when ona_ 

looks at currant levels of adolescent services* Most ^studaSits do not receive. 
seX4 education (GaUupi 1978b3 j even though such prograA effectively trmsmit^ 
knowledge (Reichelt I Werley,'^19763 . And over half tbe : teenage population at 



rtsk*of unintended pregnancy is not raceivlng contraceptive services (Dryfoosl 
Heisler, 19793, althaugh such -services do not cause teens to initiate coitus 
(Reichelt, 1979}- or to substantially alter their patterns of sexual activity, 
(Reichelt, 1978); , , ^ ^ ' " 

■ * r ^ TTie turremt pattern of - early' age at initiation: of intercourse and^ asso- 
ciated nonuie pf / birth control meMB„ that half pf initial premarital , teen . 
pregriancies ocdur in the ^irst "six months o,f sexual activity (Zabin, Kantner, 
S Zelnik> 19^79)^. Therefore,' progrms to prevent unintended adolescent pr eg- 
nanciis must reach young people. of both sexes before they begin sexual activity 
with information on human sexuality and places where contraception may be ; ' 

• ■- ■ ' ■ ^ -. ■ .... . . ^ ■ 

obtained. Young people must be reached^ at an early age because young adoles-* 

cents 'are tlie least likely , to use birth control and^ so are *at. greatest .risk . 

of conceiving shortly after^initiating intercourse (Zabin et al*^ 1979), 

^ Jaffe and Dryfoos (1976) present data from a variety of isources to 

* . ■ .V .....lithesis^ ■ ■■ ^ ^ ' ..■ . . ^ . * ■ ■; 

kupport the - that accessibility is the most important "detenninMt of 

- ■■. ^.^i ^ . . ■ . . . . ■ , . ■ 

birth control use by teens, ^d program activity variables such as^the 

number o£^ agencies -and clinic locations * providing* services are particularly * 

sensitive to policy chdnge. Most adolescents would avoid pregnancy and parent- 

hooj if 'they could^ The availability of fertility control services is'^ not- 



, related to a greater-'likelihodd of prenarital asx but -it is' related to". a -lower XiJ - 
• -< ■ - ^-inciaence 'q£ concept ion (Moore § Caldwell/ 1977) .. So provision b£ more and-. • 

7 be«er contracaptive services and sex education tq teeriargers. should be 'an S ' 

^ . - goal * , , ' - ' , ' <\ " - - -~ * 

uportant policy thftt would be supported by th^ American people accoy-dijig *t"^ , : '\ 

^ ' ' " " ' " ^ ' 5 ' ' ' 

' ^ the public opinion data pr&viously presented. ' > ^ t/ » ' - - \ 
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